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EQUITY MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES IN THE AUSTRALIAN
PRIVATE SECTOR
Abstract
This paper outlines the methods and outcomes of a study into equity management strategies in
Australian private sector organisations reporting to the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace
Agency.  Reports from 1976 organisations indicate eleven key factors characterising equity
management in Australia. The study highlights differences within previously identified social structural
policies, temperamental and opportunity policies and identifies a further policy type, categorised as
“support policies”.  Differences have also been identified in relation to distribution structures,
suggesting that gender is not the sole consideration in determining equity management strategies.  The
principle of distribution also figures strongly in equity management implementation.
Keywords: Equal employment opportunity; equity management; gender.
In the past forty years, significant changes in workforce composition have been evident in Australia.
Prior to 1967, the number of women in the workforce was limited by the social roles of women, their
access to education and specific legislation preventing married women from working in public sector
organisations (Thornton, 1990).  The female participation rate in the workforce expanded between 1967
and 1997 from 37.2 per cent to 52.7 per cent (Strachan and Burgess, 1998).  The reasons for the
increase are numerous, including legislation to enforce equal opportunity (Konrad and Linnehan, 1995),
the policy typology of equal opportunity (Kanter, 1976; Sheridan, 1998) the changing political, social
and economic climes (Thornton, 1990; Poiner and Wills, 1991; Burton, 1991), and the recognition of
the value of gender diversity at work (Cox, 1991; Thomas, 1997).  Despite considerable change in
workforce composition, many women in the workplace are still considered to be disadvantaged in one
form or another (Ronalds, 1991; Still, 1993; Smith and Hutchinson, 1995; Wacjman, 2000).
While there has been considerable research into equal opportunity as a means of addressing the
disadvantage, there has been a lack of research on the specific approaches and their impact in the
workplace (Konrad and Linnehan, 1995).  There has also been a lack of evaluation of affirmative action
approaches by independent academic researchers (Strachan and Burgess, 2001).  The purpose of this
study was to examine the processes used by Australian private sector organisations to manage the
equity process, in order to identify any consistent features.  The identification of consistent features will
provide insight into the approaches being undertaken by Australian private sector organisations and
may be ultimately used to examine whether or not they have any impact on the employment status of
women or other protected groups.  The term ‘equity management’ is used to define any process for
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managing the disparity between groups or individuals.     Equity management in Australia is enforced
through legislation defined as EEO legislation, which includes anti-discrimination and affirmative
action legislation.  It is also increasingly encouraged through the business case for managing diversity.
Strategies used to encourage equal opportunity within organisations have developed out of practical
needs to address, common law issues and legislation as well as specific workplace issues.  In Australia,
anti-discrimination legislation provides an employer with a defence against vicarious liability if
reasonable steps are taken to prevent discrimination and harassment from occurring.  The absence of a
specific definition of what constitutes “reasonable steps” has resulted in human resource management
being increasingly recommended as a means for implementing reasonable steps through various
policies and practices that recognise equal opportunity.  Blanchard (1989) identified specific recruiting
of women, implementation of grievance procedures, attention to promotion, retention, training and
termination of women as important strategies in equal opportunity.  In contrast affirmative action
legislation includes recommendations for specific strategies including policy definition, consultation
with unions and employees, profile of targeted groups, strategy implementation through HR specific
recruitment and selection, terms and conditions of employment and training and development and goal
setting.  Not surprisingly, most of the research into anti-discrimination and affirmative action considers
the identification of issues rather than the identification of specific strategies or related outcomes.
Equity management has been identified as requiring a structural means of achieving parity between
groups as well as a procedural means for addressing the disparity.   Edelman (1992) notes that
formalised HRM structures have developed in response to equal opportunity and affirmative action
legislation.  Two types of structures have been identified: those that do not explicitly and formally
include demographic group identity in human resource decisions and those that do, categorised as
identity conscious and identity blind structures respectively by Konrad and Linnehan, (1995).
Identity conscious strategies involve categorising people on the basis of sex and focusing specifically
on their experiences. Konrad and Linnehan (1995) identify the use of executive search firms or
employment agency specialising in finding female candidates, or specific advertisement place in
women’s publications as being among those strategies.  However such strategy implementation may not
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demonstrate different treatment based on gender, but rather treatment concerned with equalising the
experiences of men and women ie access and outcome, in the workplace (French and Ridge, 2001).
Further, strategies considered as blind to identity differences (Konrad and Linnehan 1995) such as
formal career development programs available to all employees, and the existence of part-time
management positions for all employees that do not attend to the demographic background of the
individual may not be about equal treatment regardless of gender.  These strategies could be flexible
processes able to acknowledge the social and natural differences between men and women’s
experiences and adjust accordingly (French and Ridge, 2001).
The justice perspective offers another explanation for these differences in equity management
implementation.  This principle considers the importance of personal values in distribution structures
used by people in organisations.  Two major perspectives challenge distribution type, equality and
equity.  According to Deutsch (1985) equality is a distributional notion based on the equal value of
individuals and their right to benefit equally in any benefits and burdens.  Equity, is concerned with
distribution based on individual inputs.  Narrow interpretations of equity use rules and systems to
discover differences between individuals in terms of their potential and actual contribution and to
distribute rewards according to input (Deutsch, 1985; Pateman, 1981).  However, such systems do not
consider the actual circumstances of the individuals and the systems within which they operate nor do
they question who makes the rules and determines the fairness of those rules (Thornton, 1990).  Broader
equitable processes consider actual disadvantage and advantage caused by social systems and natural
difference when determining procedures for distribution.  However, both equality and equity processes
may be used in a distribution structure.  “In distributive terms, organisations are not simple equity-
oriented systems…they are distributively complex…involving the use of opposing equity and equality
rules in pursuit of joint goals of task performance and social cohesiveness” (Kabanoff, 1991:  419).
In addition to the structural differences in distribution, differences in policy types have also been
identified within equity management implementation.  Kanter (1976) identified three policy types
including social structural policies, role related policies and temperamental policies.  Social structural
policies related to the organisation’s structure and the structure of work, are used to reduce systemic
discrimination.  Role related polices address the division of labour between men and women and ensure
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women are not disadvantaged by their different and traditional role requirements in society.
Temperamental policies concern women’s character, personality and skills, particularly overcoming
perceived deficiencies to enable them to work more like men in the workplace.
Sheridan (1998) supported Kanter’s (1976) findings through research involving 230 Australian private
sector organisations.  Sheridan (1998) identified Australian organisations as using social structural
policies, role related policies and temperamental policies in equity management to address different
strategic goals.  Her research also identified a further policy type, opportunity policies, used to increase
women’s career opportunities, and noted differences in role related policies that include access to non-
traditional areas of work.  However these policy types do not take into consideration the argument and
calls for strategies and policies that offer support and inclusivity to women, particularly in those in
areas lacking substantial numbers of women such as non-traditional areas of work and in management.
Smith and Hutchinson (1995) identified strategies of support and inclusivity as paramount in accepting
and valuing women and their different needs in the workplace.
From previous research there is reason to believe that the structure and process of equity management
in Australia is multifarious.  It was expected that, due to the vagaries in legislation, the ideological
arguments of equality and equity, as well as the differences in structure and policy, this study would
show that equity management consisted of numerous strategies that incorporated the various
components and concepts identified.
METHOD
Data from progress reports to the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Agency (EOWA),
completed by Australian private sector organisations (N=1976) with greater than 100 employees were
analysed.  A report consists of a standardised survey form including details of the reporting organisation
and its equal opportunity support systems, employment statistics for women and men, current human
resources policies and practices and strategic planning for equal opportunity.  For most items the
respondents tick a box to indicate whether or not the organisation has such structures or processes in
place.  For the items identified as employment status and statistical profile, respondents are required to
provide accurate numerical details.
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Measures
Management Commitment and Support Systems
The AAA Report includes 33 items identifying managerial commitment to and support systems for
affirmative action, equal employment opportunity and non-discriminatory processes in three categories
namely: organisational commitment to anti-discrimination, affirmative action and equal employment
opportunity; (13 items); consultation with employees; (11 items); consultation with unions (9 items).
HRM Structures
The AAA report form includes 46 items describing formalised HRM structures in three categories,
namely: recruitment selection, promotion, transfer; (11 items); conditions of service; (19 items);
training and development (16 items).
Analysis
Eighteen variables identified with extreme splits (dichotomous variables with a greater than 90-10 split)
were deleted from the analysis as they produce outliers.  Factor analysis was performed with varimax
rotation on sixty-two variables.  Tests for appropriateness, including anti-image correlation matrix,
Bartlett Test of Sphericity (34555.278); (.000) and Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO - 0.896) measure of
sampling adequacy, were performed and all indicated that factor analysis was an appropriate technique
(Tabachnick and Fidell, 1996).  Missing data was handled using the option of listwise deletion.
RESULTS
Eleven factors were extracted accounting for 50% of the variance in EEO implementation.   Three items
did not load and were deleted.  Fifty-one of the now fifty-eight variables still being used, loaded cleanly
into the eleven factors, with no factors containing less than three variables and all loadings over the .32
(10% overlapping variance) recommended as the minimum cut-off for factors (Tabachnick and Fidell,
1996).  Table 1 offers interpretive labels, items, loadings and the internal consistency score.
Table 1.  Factor Names, Items, Loadings and Reliability
No. Factor Name and Explanation Items Lding C’bachs
alpha
1 Consultation on EEO with Unions
Includes activities that are blind to gender
differences and encourage equal treatment of
both sexes.  It is compliant with affirmative
action legislation recommendations and seeks
to gather information in order to change or
Time to discuss AA issues given to union
Results of AA program discussed with union
Input was sought from union
Briefing sessions were held with union
Information about AA program provided to union
Formal mechanisms for consultation included representatives from
.768
.759
.747
.730
.713
.640
.85
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address biases within organisational systems union
Copy of last years AA report provided to union .586
2 Consultation on EEO with employees
Includes activities that are blind to gender
differences and encourage equal treatment of
both sexes.  It is compliant with affirmative
action legislation recommendations and seeks
to gather information in order to change or
address biases within organisational systems
Results of AA program discussed with employees
Time to discuss AA issues given to employees
Information about AA program provided to employees
Input was sought from employees
Copy of last years AA report provided to employees
Briefing sessions were held with employees
Formal mechanisms for consultation included representatives from
employees
Survey responses were followed up in consultation with employees
.664
.656
.649
.633
.582
.551
.528
.498
.80
3 Anti-Discrimination training and information
sharing for management and employees
Includes activities that are blind to gender
differences and encourage equal treatment of
both sexes.  It is compliant with affirmative
action legislation recommendations and seeks
to change or address bias within
organizational systems
Management training including segments on AA and sexual
harassment
Training is provided to men and women to eliminate sexual
harassment
Management has received AA training
Employees have attended training on AA participation/consultation
Information sessions to explain organisation policy held with
employees
Interview panels/interviewers have been trained in EEO awareness
and the types of interview questions that may be discriminatory
.653
.644
.620
.548
.537
.411
.75
4 Gender specific and non gender specific
human resource strategies to overcome bias
against women throughout policies and
practices supporting AA
Consists of activities that are both blind to
gender differences and conscious of gender
differences and encourages equal treatment
for all persons regardless of sex.  It seeks to
change or address bias with organisational
systems
Occupational health and safety policies analysed for effect on women
Illness and injury patterns analysed to assess gender difference in
patterns
Commitment to and knowledge of AA is criterion for promotion to
supervisor
Support for AA is criterion in performance appraisal for managers
and supervisors
Where women’s representation is low advertising is designed to
encourage women to apply
Training audit has been conducted to measure women’s access to
training
.669
.644
.513
.459
.430
.397
.65
5 Gender specific and non-gender specific
training and development strategies offering
equal access for women to training, higher
levels and non-traditional work
Consists of activities that are both blind to
gender differences and conscious of gender
differences, and encourage equal treatment for
all persons regardless of sex.  Some of the
activities could be considered as
temperamental (Kanter, 1976), and some
could be considered as opportunity strategies
(Sheridan 1998).   However together these
activities appear to offer a more rounded
developmental approach to furthering the
needs of women within organizations
Women actively encouraged to participate in either training or
education programs
Women have access to management/supervisory training
Formal training courses are available for all occupations and levels in
the organisation
Opportunities are provided for women to gain experience at higher
levels
Training is available for women to give them access to non-
traditional areas of work
Training opportunities are advertised throughout the organisation and
self nomination is encouraged
.596
.574
.567
.532
.481
.471
.63
6 Equal and non-gender specific treatment in
reward systems Consists of activities that are
both blind to gender differences and conscious
of gender differences and encourage equal
treatment for all persons regardless of sex.
Some of the activities could be considered as
temperamental (Kanter, 1976) and some could
be considered as opportunity strategies
(Sheridan 1998).   However together these
activities appear to offer a more
developmental approach to furthering the
needs of women within organizations
Performance appraisal schemes are widely understood, equitable and
have clear written criteria
Feedback is routinely provided to internal applicants about their
performance
Exit interviews are conducted to ascertain the reasons for employee
resignations
Job descriptions and selection criteria have been established for each
position and any criteria not of direct relevance to the job have been
removed
Levels of remuneration (payments allowance, bonuses, over-award
payments and other benefits) within the organisation are widely
understood and equitable
.625
.554
.409
.454
.398
.58
7 Equal and non-gender specific access to study
opportunities
Consists of activities that are blind to gender
differences and encourage equal treatment for
men and women in accessing study
opportunities.  This strategy seeks to change
or address bias within the organisational
system
Employees granted study leave receive assistance with study
expenses
Paid study leave is available at all levels of the organisation
External study is supported through paid leave or other arrangements
.805
.806
.752
.75
8 EEO included in organisational policies and
practices
Consists of activities that are both blind to
gender differences and conscious of gender
differences that encourage equal treatment of
men and women.  The strategy seeks to change
or address bias within the organisational
system
Written policies have been analysed for gender bias and gender
specific language
Informal practices have been formalised into written policies to
ensure gender bias does not occur
Policy statement has been included in induction programs and kits
Formal procedures are in place to deal with complaints of sexual
harassment
.664
.564
.496
.319
.57
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9 EEO issues included in Enterprise Bargaining
Consists of activities that are both blind to
gender differences and conscious of gender
differences that encourage equal treatment of
men and women.  The strategy seeks to change
or address bias within the organisational
system
Existing industrial processes (eg enterprise bargaining) included
provision of employment data to and consultation with employees
Existing industrial processes (eg enterprise bargaining) included
provision of employment data to an consultation with union
Enterprise agreements and awards are examined for their possible
impact on women’s conditions of employment
.658
.593
.496
.72
10 Flexible Work and Family Practices
Consists of activities that are both blind to
gender differences and conscious of gender
differences and encourage different treatment
of men and women as an acknowledgement of
the gendered role differences in society that
impact on work life
Permanent part-time work, with pro-rata conditions, is available for
employees with family responsibilities
Job-sharing opportunities exist
Paid leave is available for care of dependants
Women are included in job rotation and special projects
.642
.559
.392
.370
.48
11 Gender specific EEO Structures and
Strategies.
Consists of activities that are conscious of
gender differences and that encourage
different treatment of women to offer different
levels and types of support to ensure
inclusiveness
Women’s groups/networks have been established with the workplace
Mentoring program is available to women
Formal mechanism existed for consulting with women in particular
Paid maternity leave is provided
When used all interview panels include at least one woman
.606
.509
.448
.441
.336
.50
The findings indicate support for the proposal that equity management in Australia is complex and
multifaceted.  The strategies used by private sector organisations to manage equity include structural
and policy differences that are designed to achieve different equal opportunity goals. Factors 1, 2, 3,
and 8, are strategies recommended in legislation.  There was evidence of separate identity blind and
identity conscious characteristics in the groupings of strategies as well as combined structures.  Two
factors, 6 and 7 are identity blind in nature, while factor, 11 is identity conscious through gender
specific EEO structures and mechanisms (Konrad and Linnehan, 1995).  Four factors displayed both
identity conscious and identity blind characteristics grouped together, 4,5,9,10.  It is these factors that
demonstrate a connection with a further concept, the principle of justice undertaken in distribution,
rather than merely the gender of the recipient.  These findings do not wholly support Konrad and
Linnehan’s (1995) findings for gender type as the only feature in distribution structures.  Factor 4
concerns addressing bias, ensuring equal treatment through organisation process.  Factor 5 concerns
equal access to training and development programs.  Factor 9 concerns equal treatment and outcomes
through enterprise bargaining.  These factors support an equality approach within distribution
structures.  Factor 10 contained items that encourage different access, participation and treatment at
work using identity conscious and identity blind strategies and supports an equity approach within
distribution structures.
The eleven factors of equity management also reflect a further construct, that is, policy type.  The social
structural policies identified through this project appeared in distinctly different groups, specifically
factors 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8 and 9, indicating different social drivers including communication, the
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individual and the organisation.  Factor 10 contained items that acknowledge the different gender roles
in society that can affect individual opportunity in the workplace.  However Sheridan’s (1998)
observation of two types of role related policies, specifically non-traditional policies and work and
family policies, was not confirmed.   A further feature of this study is that opportunity policies and
temperamental policies identified by Sheridan (1998) as different policy types in fact grouped together
and were categorised as a developmental policy (factor 6).  A further policy type identified consists of a
group of strategies that seek to support women’s self-development, including mentoring schemes and
networks.  Different from the temperamental policies recognised by Kanter (1976), which concentrated
on women’s weaknesses, these strategies offer supportive structures in efforts for change and
development.  Different also from the opportunity policies recognised by Sheridan (1998) as offering
specific opportunities to women to combat past disadvantage, this policy supports women and
encourages inclusivity in their differing needs at work.
Reliability and Validity
All factors were internally consistent and well defined by the variables with Cronbach’s alpha scores
ranging from .48 to .85.  This eleven-factor solution was then validated by confirmatory factor analysis
(CFA) (Joreskog and Sorbom, 1996) using a measurement model applying maximum likelihood
method for estimation.  The CFA showed that the measurement model fit the data very well with a
goodness of fit index (GFI) of .93, and adjusted goodness of fit index (AGFI) of .92 and a chi-square of
3850.46 (p<.001) based on 1484 degrees of freedom.
DISCUSSION
The findings offer some support for Kanter (1976) and Sheridan’s (1998) policy typologies.  Further
there is some support for Konrad and Linnehan’s distribution structures.  Results support the argument
that equity management takes a variety of structure and process forms.  The findings present
considerable further information on equity management policy in Australian organisations.  There is
support for differences within the distribution system being based on the principle of justice preferred.
Elements of equal and equitable justice can be identified within the factors of equity management.
These findings can be interpreted as indicating that gender is not the sole consideration in determining
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distribution structure.  Further, differences in social structural policies were noted including the use of
consultation and negotiation strategies with employees and their representatives. This is probably
reflective of the industrial relations system and its influence on workplace level operations.  A new
policy type was identified as a ‘support policy’ designed to assist women who may be isolated,
particularly in non-traditional areas of work and management.  Skills development policies and
opportunity policies are implemented together indicating a developmental approach within equity
management implementation.  The policy type, structure and distribution principle are reflected in
figure 1.
Figure 1 – Equity Management Typology reflecting policy type, decision structure and distribution
principle.
CONCLUSION
The main purpose of this study was to examine a full range of management and human resource
management tactics developed to promote equity within organisations.  A major benefit was a complete
data set including management and human resource management strategies for equity management
gathered from an entire population for one year.  A further benefit was the fact that these data had not
been evaluated in the past by independent researchers.  The data gathered relates to a single year of
reporting on equity management in Australia.  Future studies could focus on longitudinal exploration of
organizations.  However the fact that this study is a snapshot in time does not diminish its value to
future research.   Identifying the factors of equity management tells only half the story.  Preliminary
follow up work shows that these factors are implemented in different combinations to form different
approaches to equity management predicting different outcomes in the employment status of women.
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